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With the development of computer science and technology, Computer Based 
Test has already come true, which results in the investigation on computerized scoring. 
According to the current research results, the objective questions of tests could be 
graded by computer, while the subjective part, such as writing, is still worked by hand. 
This traditional way of assessment is criticized for its high human resource cost and 
low efficiency. Since the objective questions could not be relied as the only way of 
testing students’ overall language competency, it is of great significance to conduct 
researches on computer progressing of writing. 
Since the initiation by the Ministry of Education in 1987, CET 4 has become one 
of the largest and most important national standardized tests for non-English major 
students in China. The present study arises out of an attempt to investigate the 
syntactic features of CET 4 writings at the five levels, for many researchers have 
found syntactic complexity is highly correlated with writing proficiency. It tries to 
identify the linguistic markers for the automated assessment of writing. Two research 
questions are focused on as follows: 1. Do CET 4 writings at different proficiency 
levels have significant difference in aspect of syntactic features? 2. Which syntactic 
performance can be relied as the distinctive feature among them and why?  
To answer the questions, seventy-five CET 4 compositions at different 
proficiency levels (from 2000 to 2007) are chosen as the corpus. These compositions 
are all from the samples for CET 4 writing assessment, which ensures the reliability 
and representativeness. On the review of previous researches, the syntactic 
performance of these compositions is measured by fluency and complexity, and the 
hypothesis that CET 4 compositions at five proficiency levels have a significant 
difference in sentence length, clause length, the ratio of clauses per T-unit, the ratio of 
adverbial clause per sentence and the ratio of passives per clause is made to answer 
the research questions. The analysis instruments employed in this study are the 















objective decisions about the nature of any differences between the experimental and 
control results, the one-way analysis of variance (ANOVA) is also adopted in the 
study.  
The research finds that writings at different proficiency levels have a significant 
difference in syntactic fluency and complexity. To put it in a detailed way, it finds that 
these compositions are distinct in sentence length, clause length, ratio of adverbial 
clauses per sentence and ratio of passives per clause, but no difference in ratio of ratio 
of clauses per T-unit. These four syntactic indices increase generally with proficiency 
level, though it may not be noticed between certain groups at adjacent levels. It means 
that writers with higher language proficiency tend to write longer clauses or sentences 
with chunks, produce more adverbial clauses, and use more passive structures, which 
helps to realize the syntactic balance and the naturalness of expression. Compared to 
other researches, it is proved that results in the present study can reach the precision 
done by hand, which sets the base for automated assessment of writing. 
 

































同分数段的 CET4 作文在句子长度、小句长度、平均 T-unit 小句数、状语从句比
例和被动句比例上存在着差异。本研究采用了斯坦福语法分析程序（Stanford 
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Chapter One  Introduction 
1.1  Significance of the study   
Since the initiation by the Ministry of Education in 1987, CET 4 has become one 
of the largest and most important national standardized tests for non-English major 
students in China. It is held twice a year, and students in every college or university 
can take the test. As the CET 4 examinations has become the standardization of 
measuring students’ English proficiency, the certificate is always regarded as the 
essential qualification for the job, and it greatly increases the popularity of CET 4. 
Therefore, the number of test takers has been increasing dramatically. In 2004, the 
population of the test takers has well exceeded 11 million, and in Henan Province, 
there are about 390 thousand test takers in the second round of test in 2009.  
According to the current assessment method, the objective questions of the test 
could be automated graded by computer, while the subjective part, such as writing, is 
still read by selected English teachers. Because of the huge working load resulted by 
the limited hands and time, the objectiveness of evaluation can not always be ensured. 
At the same time, it costs much human resource and reduces working efficiency. 
Since the objective questions could not be relied as the only way of testing students’ 
overall language competency (李欣 等，2004：386), it is of great significance to 
research on computer progressing of writing. 
Therefore, this research aims to investigate the syntactic features of CET 4 
writings at the five different proficiency levels, for many researchers have found 
syntactic complexity is correlated with language proficiency. For example, Ferris 
(1994: 414) studied successfully in identifying syntactic features which were 
produced more frequently by students with higher L2 proficiency. Zhang Changsheng 
(2007: 29) concluded that it was critical to improve Chinese learners’ syntactic 
complexity rather than the lexical complexity after his study on the comparison of 
English compositions between Chinese EFL learners and Sweden EFL learners.  
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the automated assessment of writing in future as well as providing pedagogical 
implications for English teaching in China. The overall purpose of the research is to 
determine which specific syntactic features serve this aim and to probe into the reason 
or factors behind.   
1.2  Research questions 
In view of the significance of the study, this corpus-based research is conducted 
to investigate the syntactic characteristics of CET 4 writings at five different 
proficiency levels. By comparing the CET 4 compositions with different scores, the 
present study tries to answer the following questions: 
1. Do CET 4 writings at different proficiency levels have significant difference in 
aspect of syntactic features? 
2. Which syntactic performance can be relied as the distinctive feature among them 
and why? 
The present study differs from most of the studies on college English in that the 
syntactic analysis is computer-based rather than the work of human beings. Therefore, 
if the results from the above mentioned questions are significant, it is a big step 
forward to word computer processing of compositions. 
1.3  An overview of the thesis 
The whole thesis is composed of five chapters. The first chapter is the 
introduction part, including the significance of the study, the research questions and 
the structure of this paper. Chapter Two provides a literature review of the previous 
studies on syntactic features of EFL writing home and abroad. Five syntactic features 
to be testified in this study are discussed in this chapter. Chapter Three focuses on the 
research methodology, consisting of six sections. Firstly the theoretical background of 
corpus linguistics and contrastive interlanguage analysis are briefly described to 
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five levels, the instruments of Stanford Parser and etc., which are employed in the 
study, are introduced. Five hypotheses about the linguistic representatives of syntactic 
features are also put forward in this chapter. Finally, the data process sequences are 
demonstrated by the charts. Chapter Four, the most essential part, interprets the 
research results in detail with both quantitative and qualitative discussion. The last 
chapter summaries the major findings of the study, explores the implication and 
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Chapter Two  Literature Review 
Chapter One mainly discusses the orientation and significance of the research, 
and the research questions are put forward accordingly. In this chapter, a number of 
previous studies related to the present study are reviewed. Section 2.1 discusses 
fluency measure, accuracy measure and complexity measure of language performance. 
The linguistic indices for each measure are explained respectively in Section 2.2. 
Section 2.3 gives a summary on the literature review, on which the specific research 
scope of the present study is identified.  
2.1  Measures of second language performance  
Pery-Woodley (1991: 69) points out that the second language acquisition (SLA) 
literature contains two types of developmental studies: developmental sequence 
studies and developmental index studies. Developmental sequence studies examines 
the acquisition orders for morphosyntactic features of language based on error and 
performance analysis, while the latter one attempts to gauge the development of 
learners at known proficiency levels by using fluency, accuracy, and complexity 
measures which are not necessarily tied to particular structures. Examples of 
developmental index studies are those measuring certain features such as the length of 
sentence, or the ratio of dependent clauses per total clauses in a language sample. In 
this study, only the developmental index studies is reviewed, since it would allow a 
more precise description of learners’ developmental level in research studies. 
Developmental index studies began in the late 1970s, searching for an index of 
development that could determine second language developmental level by means of 
an ‘objective’ measure. In second language acquisition research studies, this measure 
could examine the effect of a pedagogical treatment in either oral or written language 
use. However, the developmental index is actually represented by the linguistic 
performance, and this type of study can also distinguish learners’ performance level in 
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As mentioned above, in second language acquisition research studies, 
developmental measures of language performance have been classified as belonging 
to three major categories: (a) fluency; (b) accuracy; (c) complexity (both grammatical 
and lexical). This classification captures three types of intuitions that have been 
assumed in studies of second language development in writing (Wolfe-Quintero et al, 
1998: 4): 
1. Second language learners write more fluently, or write more in the same 
amount of time, as they become more proficient. 
2. Second language learners write more accurately, or produce fewer errors in 
their writing, as they become more proficient. 
3. Second language learners write more grammatically and lexically complex 
sentences as they become more proficient. 
2.1.1  Fluency measure 
The measure of fluency assumes second language learners write more fluently, 
or write more in the same amount of time, as they become more proficient. Fluency 
measure reveals how comfortable the second language writer is with producing 
language. However, there are various definitions of fluency, which brings the 
confusion when the term is used. Fillmore (1979: 85) researches on fluent speaker in 
terms of how fast they talk, how coherent and complex their speech is, whether the 
speech is appropriate, and how creative it is. In written language, fluency may be 
considered as producing rapidly, coherently, appropriately, and creatively. Schmidt 
(1992: 358) characterizes fluency as an “automatic procedural skill” that is relatively 
free from conscious attention. Lennon (1990) uses the term ‘fluency’ in a more 
narrow sense to mean only rate and length of output. 
Wolfe-Quintero, Inagaski and Kim (1998:14) restrict the term as “the sheer 
number of words or structural units a writer is able to include in their writing within a 
particular period of time”, which simplifies the measurement of fluency only to issues 
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